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began to crush and ruin the population, lowering
tfiFproud but not raising the humble. Hence arose the social
and political catastrophe of the third century, in which the
state, relying upon the army or, in other words, upon the
lower classes, defeated the upper classes and left them
humiliated and beggared. This was a fatal blow to the
aristocratic and urban civilization of the ancient world.

From this blow the ancient world never recovered. The
creative powers of the aristocracy were finally undermined.
The indolent and peaceful contentment of the first two
centuries gave place to the apathy of dotage, to indifference
and despair. In their sufferings men sought deliverance, not
in this life but beyond it : they hoped for rest and happiness
hereafter. Nor did the lower classes gain anything by their
victory : slavery and financial ruin were their portion. They
also, after the horrors of the third century, found a refuge
in religion and the hope of happiness in a future life. In this
impotent condition the empire spent its latter days, ever
more and more simplifying its existence and asking less of
life. The state, supporting itself upon the relics of past
greatness, went on existing just so long as its culture and
organization were superior to those of its enemies; when
that superiority disappeared, new masters took control of what
had become a bloodless and effete organism. Any creative
power that remained turned away from this world and its
demands and studied how to know God and be united with Him.

Thus here again, in the case of the Roman Empire, a
steady decline of civilization is not to be traced to physical
degeneration, or to any debasement of blood in the higher
races due to slavery, or to political and economic conditions,
but rather to a changed attitude of men's minds. That
change was due to the chain of circumstances which pro-
duced the specific conditions of life in the Roman Empire ;
and the process was the same as in Greece. One of these
conditions, and very important among them, was the aristo-
cratic and exclusive nature of ancient civilization. The
mental reaction and the social division, taken together,
deprived the ancient world of power to maintain its civiliza-
tion, or to defend it against internal dissolution and barbarian
invasion from without.